THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
Gregor was silent, lost in thought. Why had she got such
mournful eyes ? And then something secretive, elusive,
first appeared then disappeared again in them. Even in her
joy she was sorrowful and somehow incomprehensible. . . .
Perhaps she had heard rumours of his visits to Aksinia
in Vieshenska ? At last he asked :
" Why are you so downcast to-day ? What is lying
on your heart, Natasha? You might tell me, won't
you ? "
He expected tears, reproaches. But Natalia answered in
a frightened tone:
" No, no, it only seems so to you. I'm all right, I'm all
right. . . . It's true Fm not quite well again yet. My head
swims, and if I bend or pick something up everything goes
dark before my eyes/'
Gregor gazed at her inquisitively, and again asked:
" You've been all right here without me ? Nobody
interfered with you ? "
" No ; what are you saying ? I've been lying ill the
whole time." She gazed right into his eyes and even smiled
very faintly. After a silence, she asked : " Are you leaving
early to-morrow ? "
" At dawn."
" But can't you spend another day here ? " an uncertain,
timid hope sounded in her voice.
He shook his head, and she said with a sigh:
" How will it be now . . . have you got to wear
epaulettes ? "
" I shall have to."
tf Well then, take off your tunic, and I'll sew them on
while it's still light."
With a groan Gregor drew off his tunic. It was still
damp with his sweat. Wherever his military straps had
rubbed the cloth shiny spots showed wet on his back and
shoulders, Natalia took a pair of faded khaki epaulettes
out of the chest, and asked :
" Are these the ones ? "
" Yes. So you kept them ? "
M We buried the chest," Natalia said indistinctly as she
pushed the thread through the needle-eye. Stealthily she
raised the dusty tunic to her lips and avidly sniffed at the
saltish scent of sweat which was so dear to her.